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Extended Abstract:
Introduction
The Governance of irrigation water is analysed in this context as the organization of 
an irrigated area. While there is no clear definition for “irrigated area”, one can assume 
that it corresponds to the first level of collective organization for water allocation, 
distribution, application and drainage. Different irrigation projects around the world 
have resulted in different sizes and degrees of complexity of irrigated areas, but in 
general they comprise extensions ranging from 10 to 10,000 ha. The fact that the 
concept is subjected to a range of extension of three orders of magnitude suggests 
that plenty of managerial, technical and organizational variability is involved. 
Water governance actually comprises two types of functions: directive and executive. 
Only in large, well organized districts both functions are clearly separated. In these 
cases, a Governing Board is responsible for strategic decision making while an 
Executive Body (a Director and its assistants) is responsible for implementing these 
strategic decisions and making tactical decisions. A “Terms of Reference” document 
for the governance structure is required to specify the responsibilities of both bodies. 
While problems can accumulate at both levels, the Governing Board stands high 
probability of failure, due to the non-professional nature of its components. These 
are often respectable local leaders, which frequently find it difficult to follow technical 
discussions and can only devote a small part of their time to fulfil their responsibilities. 
The presence of professionals in the Executive Body has often resulted in very 
good managerial results, since in many areas of the world the liability of irrigation 
governance structures is growing fast. The fact that small irrigated areas cannot 
afford hiring professional managers is one of the critical reasons for their typical low 
performance.
Models of irrigation governance
Irrigation water governance can be in the hands of different types of organizations. 
Among them:
• Water Users Associations (WUAs). This is a very participative solution,
where farmers get self-organized. These are non-profit organizations in
which all farmers have the same rights.
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• Public Administration. The interface between private (farmers) and public
organization is found at some point between the farmer and the Ministry.
When the Government completely rules the irrigated area, performance is
typically low.
• Cooperatives and other participative societies. These have been used
in different parts of the world with variable results. One potential limitation
is that membership is voluntary, and some farmers may not be interested in
joining. This is a complex management problem. These systems require
resources and bold governance to succeed.
• Local entities. In some countries public intervention in irrigation development
has resulted in a strong identification between the village and irrigation
governance.
• Private companies. While in some cases these companies respond to the
inefficiencies of public governance, in others represent the will to extend
urban water services to irrigation water governance. These models are often
associated to “Build,Operate and Transfer” schemes of irrigation system
development.
In general, the last decades have seen a contraction of the public system and an 
expansion of the private governance levels (farmers, companies…). In areas where 
private management was already in place, their governance has been extended 
upstream in the water conveyance system. Consequently, canals and reservoirs 
have been transferred from public to private management using a variety of legal 
arrangements. This is part of the maturity process of irrigation projects, although 
important dedicated transfer programmes have often been set in place, particularly 
in developing countries.
The predominance of private governance models is directly related to the 
empowerment of farmers and their organizations. This is in turn related to issues 
like: a) The wealth farmers that can individually obtain from exploiting their irrigated 
farms; b) The decision making capacities of farmers on financial or managerial 
issues; and c) The social perception of the importance of irrigated agriculture.
It is ultimately empowerment that permits farmers to develop the directive function, 
and to run the cycle of strategic decision making, typically divided in three phases: 
a) Diagnostic analysis; b) Planning; and c) Managerial improvement. In developing
countries, companies have proven useful to temporarily support farmers in this
process of empowerment, always under the supervision of public authorities. This
stewardship should not be planned for longer periods than a decade. Cooperation
between these three agents can lead to a fast development of the typical benefits
of irrigation. The participation of private companies may imply higher water costs for
the farmers. Governments may want to include specific financial incentives for the
farmers to offset these higher costs.
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Principles of irrigation governance
As a consequence of the development of the directive function, farmers’ Governance 
has started to respond to commonly accepted management principles. Among them:
• Transparency;
• Participation;
• Water traceability in the distribution systems;
• Effectiveness;
• Monitoring and performance evaluation;
• Standardization; and 
• Certification.
These principles represent a steep learning curve for most irrigation governance 
schemes, but at this point of time it is important to note that many irrigated areas 
have at least started adhering to them. 
Despite the large amounts of funds devoted to irrigation development, monitoring 
and evaluation have only recently been introduced in many schemes worldwide. 
Monitoring and evaluation are critical principles to: a) Implement corrective measures 
in the exploitation of irrigated areas; b) ensure societal return of public funds; and: c) 
to avoid donor’s fatigue in the context of cooperation projects.
The last point of the list, certification, needs plenty of effort before it can be 
successfully implemented. The most recognized international effort for the 
certification of management quality - ISO 9000 – has produced a list of additional 
principles which are completely adequate for irrigation Governance. Among them, 
leadership, involvement of people, continual improvement or factual approach to 
decision making. 
Innovation: a European approach
After decades of worldwide reform in irrigation governance, progress is needed in 
many aspects to overcome the inheritance of the 20th century. The European Union 
has identified similar needs for progress in many different societal aspects. In 2010, 
the “Innovation Union” policy was released. This policy resulted in the inclusion of 
a strong Innovation component in the Rural Development Programmes stemming 
from the Common Agricultural Policy. As a result of this policy drive, funds will be 
available in Europe at the national and regional levels in the coming seven-year 
period to innovate in different aspects of irrigation water management, including 
governance. The European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) has 
established an innovation funding line for the cooperation of academia, farmers and 
their organizations, private companies, associations and NGOs in order to improve 
water use in agriculture, including irrigation. This conference comes timely to discuss 
research performed on governance issues which could eventually be transformed in 
innovation projects funded as pilot or demonstration sites promoting new approaches 
to irrigation governance. This policy may result critical to shape up European farming 
in the 21st century, but it cannot be used elsewhere without proper consideration of 
local socioeconomic constraints.
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